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POINTS FOR DEBATE 
 








There is often a gap between teaching beliefs and actual practice, between “what is 
valued and what is taught” (Jones, 2009, p. 175). This may be particularly true when 
it comes to teaching creatively and teaching for creativity in higher education. This 
lack of congruence is not necessarily due to a lack of awareness about what is 
possible, or the desire to enact change in this domain. It may, however, be due to a 
mix of less easily manipulated contextual factors (environmental, socio-cultural, 
political, economic), and a lack of discourse (Jackson, 2006) around the problem.  
We all know the symptoms: “The lecture is at 8am, Monday morning, and I have 
to drive for hours out to the boondocks”; “We have these really small tute rooms, it’s 
stuffy, and the only way to fit the students in is to line them up like pigeons on a 
fence”; and “There’s no reward for being creative - I need to get two papers published 
by Christmas or I won’t have a job - I have to mark 576 papers, online, and write a 
strategic directions report for the Dean by Tuesday”. Logistics, timetabling, an 
inverse relationship between room size and the desire to use the space creatively, 
ever-evolving educational technology issues, self-efficacy concerns, and mixed 
messages about what is and is not valued by the university and its cultures, all create a 
plethora of reasons why pedagogical risk is the road not taken. Creative academic 
ambitions are put on the backburner and the easiest road to sanity is the road most 
travelled. 
The problem is that this modus operandi is not necessarily serving us well in 
higher education, as student expectations of education change, student engagement 
diminishes as time spent in the paid workforce exceeds that spent on academic 
pursuits (Longden, 2006), and demand increases for work-ready graduates with 
creative capabilities (Hearn & Bridgstock, 2010). Add to this evidence from my 
research (survey results) that indicates a significant percentage of teachers claim they 
do not have the capabilities, conditions and support to adequately implement their 
creative vision. Nonetheless, these academics do value creativity, and recognise its 
importance as a life skill and academic attribute for students. So given this 
complexity, how can we look at this problem with fresh eyes? 
Norman Jackson (2006) provides an important insight into the problem. He argues 
that creativity is somewhat invisible, subsumed within analytic ways of thinking. For 
example, as a graduate outcome, creativity may be camouflaged within other generic 
capabilities, hidden in lists of generic attributes under the guise of problem solving, 
critical thinking or communication (Oliver, 2011). 
So from the first problem follows the second: how to make the invisible visible? 
An obvious choice might be to insert the term creativity into unit or course learning 
outcomes and develop a rubric for assessing achievement. However, as Jones (2009) 
points out, making tacit knowledge, such as creativity, explicit, by “reducing complex 
 attributes to definable learning outcomes” (p. 175) is problematic, and may even be 
counterproductive. Without refinement, and iterative testing of rubrics in practice, 
good intentions can exacerbate the problem and increase staff and student convictions 
that creativity cannot be assessed adequately or fairly (Fryer, 2006). Consequently, 
students may lose faith in the system and opt for a strategic, less engaged approach to 
learning.  
Interviews with excellent teachers during the course of my research have realised 
an interesting paradox. Those who teach creativity may be reluctant to specify 
creativity in their unit outlines. Teachers may avoid the term altogether because it is 
troublesome, open to multiple interpretations which are dependent on, at the very 
least, epistemology, discipline, context, disposition and motivation. Words such as 
“energy”, “currency”, “exploration” and “multiple perspectives” may be employed 
instead. 
To address this conceptual problem, one of my research participants (an excellent 
teacher), who acknowledges the risks of using the term “creativity”, sits down with 
her postgraduate students each semester and talks through the meaning of creativity 
and the criteria by which it will be judged. This provides a space for shared ownership 
of the concept, and awakens students to the difficulties and multiple ways of knowing 
that are inherent not only in the concept, but in ourselves as human beings. Through 
reflective dialogue, students and teacher jointly derive a set of unique criteria for 
approaching and assessing creativity, and a shared understanding of the concept. 
Another research participant takes a different approach. Also an excellent teacher, 
he confidently and unreservedly says, “Yes we do use the term creativity”. As an 
academic, an industry professional and an artist, he defines the term specifically for 
this undergraduate unit and for these assignments, relating it to the conditions where it 
is explored and assessed. He crash tackles the term from day one, puts it out there and 
codifies it for a particular context, discipline and purpose. The students I interviewed 
about this were notably comfortable with that strategy. 
I’ve quickly discovered that one size does not fit all when confronting this slippery 
problem, and communication with students is key. This leads to the third problem, 
which is that each discipline will value and frame creativity differently, as they tend 
to value and frame all generic capabilities differently (Jones, 2009). Importantly, my 
research indicates that students will take their cue from the teacher, and won’t 
necessarily explore the concept of creativity unless invited into the discourse or 
confronted with its codification early on in their learning program. 
We all need to be creative. It is part of being human (Csikszentmihalyi, 1996), and 
very much part of being a learner and a teacher (Freire, 2005; Jackson, 2006; 
McWilliam, 2007). However, removing the invisibility cloak hiding creativity in the 
higher education curriculum and in teachers’ praxis is not without its risks and 
controversy. To successfully reveal the importance and the place of creativity, to 
bring it out from beneath the cover of more analytic ways of thinking, and to make the 
tacit explicit without diminishing its complexity, is bound to be a messy and uncertain 
process. Nonetheless, by encouraging and empowering academics to engage with the 
discourse around creativity, in cross-disciplinary and intra-disciplinary contexts, with 
colleagues and with students, we can further understand the challenges, and recognise 
the benefits which might flow in terms of both student and teacher engagement, and 
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